Dr. Elisha Perkins' "metallic points to relieve pain"* began their career in Connecticut in 1795. During the following decade they were the subject of intense controversy both here and abroad. In the literature that sprang up about Perkinism there were two long, satirical poems: one lauded the "points," the other derided them. The laudatory poem was published in London in 1803 by Thomas Green Fessenden and was entitled Terrible Tractoration. It was widely read and went into two English and four American editions; it is still well remembered. The other satirical poem, opposing Perkinism, was published anonymously in 1796 in the Connecticut Courant, then a weekly gazette printed at Hartford. Although better written than Fessenden's poem it found only a local audience and passing interest. It has now long been forgotten.
This anonymous poem appears to have been the first attack upon Perkinism, and for this reason deserves reprinting. An additional reason for preserving it is that its interest is broader than the subiect it satirizes. Fessenden was not a physician, but the author of this poem unquestionably was; and incidental to his major theme he has given an excellent description of the medical education and practice of the best type of apprentice-trained American physicians of the eighteenth century.
The facts of Perkinismt essential to the understanding of this satire, and of Fessenden's as well, are these: Elisha Perkins was born in Norwich, Connecticut, in Med. Hist. of Chicago, 1923, 3, 79-95. YALE JOURNAL OF BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE, VOL. 9, NO. 2 Joseph Perkins, and subsequently undertook the practice of medicine in Plainfield. He was a man of enormous energy directed with overwhelming confidence into a multitude of ingenious, but often illconceived, ventures. He' was admired by his patients and, until 1795, respected by his medical associates; he was one of the fortysix original members of the Connecticut State Medical Society which was founded in 1792. In the closing years of the eighteenth century there was great popular interest in animal magnetism and galvanism. Following this vogue Perkins, in 1795, invented his "metallic points," and applied for a patent on them. These points, or tractors, were tapered pieces of metal about three inches in length; one was brass, the other iron-embodying (as he alleged) the bimetallic principle of galvanism. When the tractors were stroked over the surface of any painful portion of the body he claimed that the "electrical fluid" drew out the pain and cured the underlying disease. The tractors cost perhaps a shilling to manufacture. They sold for five guineas a pair.
In But thou, the leader of our throng, Shall glitter in a future song, Which I intend to rise sonorous And Quack! Quack!! Quack!!! shall be the chorus, Then had I money, I would bet some, And faith I'll do it (when I get some). One half a guinea, Sirs, (a net sum) They'll fall before Great Doctor Lettsome.
The double and triple syllabic rhyming indulged in by Fessenden, as above, was used by the author of the anonymous poem reprinted here only once and that highly effectively:
To all the books which men have ever wrote us From Aristotle down, to John Duns Scotus- *Published 1804, 1806, 1836, and 1837. In the poem from the Connecticut Courant the author represents himself as the inventor of a new method of healing by means of metallic points. He tells first how he, like all other doctors, has labored to obtain a medical education; he describes the drill of anatomy, lists the books he has read, and details the knowledge he has thought necessary to acquire. Then he tells of the failure of this knowledge when put into practice; there were diseases he could not cure and some of his patients died in spite of his ceaseless labors. Next he disdoses that he has invented a method of cure that does away with all necessity for education and all the ardors and discouragements of practice. By way of disdosing it-and in order to ridicule another scheme of Dr. Perkins'-he describes how he developed a cure for dysentery. Seeing all his patients miraculously healed of this disease, he went further and invented a panacea-the metallic points. From then on he expounds the virtues of the tractors for all human ailments, induding even old age and original sin. It is the incidental matters, the course of study, the therapies, the attitude toward practice, that give to the poem a value above a mere polemic against a now long-discarded medical fad.
At this late date it is, of couse, impossible to establish with certainty the authorship of this poem, but there is circumstantial evidence making it probable that the poem is from the pen of Dr. Lemuel Hopkins.
From the poem two qualifications of the author appear with certainty: (1) That he was a physician, and (2) that he was experienced in satire and versification.
Two additional qualifications can be inferred with reasonable probability. (3) That he had been in practice since about 1776. This inference rests upon the supposition that he is speaking of himself when he makes the statement:
For twenty years, the healing race I've run, (Line 100.) He could not have meant Perkins, who, at the time the poem was written had been in practice some thirty years. The figure may have been picked at random, but the first quarter of the poem gives the impression that it is autobiographical. The satirists of the period made a practice of including themselves in their works.
(4) That the author lived in Connecticut. This inference rests on four points: (a)Perkinism was first exploited in Connecticut and its fallacy was first discovered there. As shown by the pamphlets of testimonials mentioned above, the fad had not, in November, 1796 (the date on which the poem was published), aroused interest outside of New England. At this time interest in it was increasing in Massachusetts and dedining in Connecticut. The poem is ironically directed to the Bostonians, who, as the author says, "have become intensive proprietors of this patent," and he expresses the hope that his lines will give them "insight into the mystery of relieving pain by stroking."
(b) The poem is addressed for publication specifically to Messrs. Goodwin and Hudson, the owners of the Cornecticut Courant. The author of the poem was sufficiently familiar with the paper to know these names; presumably, then, he was a subscriber. This may, of course, have been an outsider's lampoon at a Connecticut medical absurdity, but the remedy had only a passing and local interest; it was known to few physicians outside of the state.
(d) Lines 1 2 to 1 5 in the poem refer to an outbreak-of scarlet fever and dysentery in 1795 as having occurred in the locality where the author practiced:
You well remember how in ninety five
The Scarlatina kept our hopes alive, And Dysenteria too, that sad disease, That leaves the patient scarce a moments ease:
There was an epidemic of scarlet fever throughout the eastern part of the United States in 1794* and dysentery was widely prevalent, but presumably both diseases had abated by the end of that year. The Courant is silent concerning any epidemic disease in * In the fall of 1794, Yale College opened three weeks late on account of the prevailing infection (Connecticut Courant, October 20, 1794) Connecticut in 1795, for the reason, as the editors stated, that the reports of outbreaks kept the people from coming into the towns and so interfered with business. But the fact that dysentery, and probably scarlet fever as well, were still present in Hartford and New Haven in 1795, is brought out as the result of a political maneuver on the part of a resident of Middletown who, with a view to having the Legislature meet there rather than at New Haven or Hartford, inserted under date of September 8, 1795, the following item: "We hear, the sickness in New Haven has not abated; in Hartford it increases . . ." In the long protest that immediately followed, the editors of the Courant said, "We pledge ourselves to the truth . . . That Dysentery has been considerably prevalent here this season we acknowledge; but that it has proved very mortal we deny . . ." They went on further to say that the prevalence of other infectious diseases was mainly among children and therefore should not affect the decision of the Governor in convening the legislative body. Although this is wholly supposition, it is possible that the author of the satire, writing just at the time the controversy appeared in the Courant, is, in using the date 1795 rather than 1794, indulging in irony on a topical subject.
T*o positive qualifications are thus established as to the author of the poem: he was a physician and poetical satirist. In addition it is presumptive that he had been in practice since 1776 and was a resident of Connecticut. With these points in mind I made a search to find the man who best corresponded to them. A physician of the eighteenth century with the educational advantages displayed in the composition of this poem would certainly be included in Howard Kelley's American Medical Biographies.* The scientific requirements for inclusion were much less for men of this period than at a later time; nearly all well-educated doctors of the eighteenth century, and certainly all of those who left any writings, were given places. Consequently, the biographies of all physicians listed there, who were twenty years or more of age and living in 1796 (a total of 213), were examined to find those who fulfilled the primary requirements of a poet and a satirist. Only one was so described; that one was Lemuel Hopkins. No. 115, humor and are said to have given offense to some of the Hartford Wits. Their stomachs were more sensitive than his.
In addition to his political satires, Hopkins was a crusader against medical fallacies and one of his best known works of this kind is his satire on cancer quacks called Epitaph.* A few lines will show his peculiar vein of levity and also his usual style of versification:
Here lies a fool flat on his back, Patent Remedy, which has become extensively useful in the United States, you will, it is presumed, render a most important service to mankind in general and to the inhabitants of Boston in particular. As I am informed the Bostonians have become intensive proprietors in this Patent, and as they probably do not yet know the full extent of its utility, I hope they will find the following not without its use, in giving them an insight into the mystery of relieving pain by stroking. 
